Abstract
Introduction
The crisis in rural areas has major implications for all Australians. For example, there is evidence of an increasing divide between rural and urban areas, and this threatens our national stability. Equally important are the issues of food security, care of the rural environment and the protection of our heritage. Yet the scale of the crisis Is not readily understood by those outside rural communities, due largely to the isolated circumstances of those most affected, despite the Widespread media coverage of drought Imagery. What Is less understood are the effects on people and communities, and the rising levels of rural poverty and social exclusion. What has been occurring over the last two decades Is a slow but inexorable process of agricultural destabillsation brought about by globalisation, industrial deregulation, low commodity prices, and Widespread restructuring in many small Inland communities dependent on agriculture (Gray & Lawrence 2001; NCOSS 2004) . The result has been depopulation, the loss of jobs and services, and declining Infrastructure leaving ageing rural populations With minimal support in relation to the scale of change they are experiencing. Rural communities are often defined as haVing populatlons of less than 100.000 people (Black 2005) . but many are smaller with communities of less than 20.000. There Is a sharp distinction between rural Inland and rural coastal regions In that they have been differentially affected by rural restructuring. While many coastal rural regions are experiencing population growth and extraordinary pressures on serVices and resources. Inland areas are facing qUite different scenarios as preViously outlined. These are the areas most In need of social work services. There are currently 649 rural towns across Australia In this category (Hugo 2005 Managerlallsm and resultant concerns with efficiency and effectiveness have led to a reduced level of servicing, with rural social workers struggling to cover extensive geographical areas and volunteers filling the gaps In the declining rural service Infrastructure (Alston 2002; Asthana et al. 2003; Brlskman 1999 ). There Is too an uneven distribution of services. with some areas losing services altogether and others having multiple service providers (Alston & Kent 2001) . The tendering process privileges large organisations, while smaller rural organisations compete against one another, or are forced to throw In their lot with larger service providers who do not necessarily share their service ethos. The result has been Increased bureaucratlsatlon, overstretched services and dlsempowered service users (Lyons, 2000) .
Those on the left critique these policies as being Individualistic, plaCing a greater burden of self-reliance on already disadvantaged rural families and communities (Botterlll 2003; Gray & Lawrence 2001; Rees 1995) . For them. the National Competition Policy. Introduced as the basis for service allocation In 1996, has shifted the cost burden to rural communities, created distrust, placed extra pressure on volunteer management committee members. and transferred ownership and control of service development out of the community's control (Cheers & Taylor 2005) . It has also resulted In a lack of transparency In commerclal-Inconfidence agreements reached with organisations (Lynn 1999) , competition between service prOviders, and lower levels of participation of community members In service organisations due to the user pays system and financial hardship. Further. performancebased outcome measures have reduced the ability of services to engage In community development, advocacy and planning. Instead they have shifted the service focus to Individuals and families rather than communities, and they have transferred the responsibility for service delivery from local government to Commonwealth and State agenCies, with a resultant lack of regard for local. rural culture. and a haphazard rather than a holistic welfare system (Cheers & Taylor 2005) . How then can social workers address the critical Impact of welfare reform In rural communities?
A New Model for Rural Social Work Practice
Social work has a universal vision of social justice and empowerment (Caml1lerl 1999), which reqUires an ability to effectively negotiate power relationships (Healy 1999 ) and develop 'entrepreneurial projects' (Hough 1999 . p. 52). The challenge for rural social workers Is to reshape practice within a system which prioritlses economic goals. so that their professional Ideals of social justice and human rights can lead to the attainment of social objectives. Social workers work with marglnalised groups In society, drawing the attention of policy-makers to rural conditions and advocating for access to and equity In service delivery. This is why social workers are needed In rural areas, and why It is imperative to devise a new model of rural service delivery which maximises scarce resources. Such a model needs to be embedded In the community, and draw on Its existing strengths, networks and Infrastructure (Cheers & Taylor 2005) . Thus the community Is where we must begin to find the building blocks on which to develop the model. There we find several positive features of rural communities that are either underutllised, well-resourced or able to be built on In some way. For example, most communities are part of a local government or shire area and have local government Infrastructure. They have at least one school and/or a small hospital. a department of agriculture office, a financial counsellor. and a network of skilled people, like the local clergy and local service clubs. I envisage this model resting on a new funding environment set up by federal and state governments to prOvide social development funding Into rural communities. Communities would then tender for funding to provide social support mechanisms. The participation of the local community is essential, and one way to approach this Is to Invite community members to form a social development council, which could then tender for funding to establish a holistic local rural social development service. With adequate resourcing, such a service could employ a social worker to work alongside rural financial counsellors In Department of Agriculture offices, and deliver much needed social and emotional counselling. A social worker could also be based In the local school dOing community work. reaching out Into the community, networking with departments of education, family and community services. and health. A social worker might be based In the local hospital providing a coordinating and development role In health and welfare, or co-located In a local government office engaged In social planning and community work. 
